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money management isn’t everyone’s 
forte, so it’s typical for one spouse to 
fall into the role of bill payer. Mandell, 
30, of Uvalde, TX, freely admits she’s 
guilty of this: “I couldn’t tell you how 

much we have in savings or how much 
money we’re spending in a month. 
I don’t even know our passwords to 
check,” she says. The setup “usually 
works for us, but sometimes I feel like 
I’m spending his money, not ours,” 
admits the stay-at-home mom. And 
because her spouse makes all the deci-
sions, Mandell finds herself worry-
ing that they may not always be the 
best ones. “I wonder if we have too 
many credit cards, and maybe we just 
opened them for the rewards points,” 

she says. She’s always been reluctant 
to ask because when she was growing 
up, her dad handled the finances, so 
she’s always seen it as a “man’s role.” 
Never theless, being removed from the 
family finances is starting to make 
her feel like an undervalued asset. 

“You need to be in the loop, because 
it’s your life,” says Brittney Castro, 
a certified financial planner and 
founder and CEO of Financially Wise 
Women in Los Angeles. “I’ve seen it so 
many times—women going through 

If there is something about 
your financial life that makes 
you want to shut your eyes 
and ears and say, “La la la, I 
can’t hear you,” then please, 
resist the urge to flip back 
to the beauty pages—read 
this now. Because you are 
not alone. These four brave 
women shared their deepest, 
darkest money secrets in 
order to help themselves—
and you—take back control. 
These are so embarrassing 
that we let them speak 
anonymously, but help is 
here. So listen in, learn, and 
open your eyes to just how 
good your relationship with 
money can be.
BY TRACY SAELINGER
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                  “I HAVE NO IDEA  
       HOW MUCH MONEY  
             MY HUSBAND MAKES,  
    HOW MUCH OUR BILLS  
      ARE, OR HOW MUCH MONEY  
            IS IN OUR ACCOUNT.  
    NOT EVEN THE SLIGHTEST.”
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a divorce and they have no idea what’s 
happened to their finances,” Castro 
says. “Even as a financial planner, I 
have a qualified bookkeeper/CPA with 
whom I have ongoing conversations. 
Once you start getting a handle on your 
money situation, it’s very empowering.”

lindsey, 32, knows she should be 
paying off her debt—about $15,000, 
including some medical bills stemming 
from a staph infection that left her 
hospitalized. But instead of watching 
her hard-earned salary (a combined 
$80,000 with her husband) go to pay 
for something she didn’t want, or bud-
get for, in the first place, she’d rather 
pretend she doesn’t owe anything. 

“I have let several medical bills go 

into collections, but I’m too scared to 
do anything about it,” says Lindsey, an 
apartment-leasing agent from Overland 
Park, KS. “I can’t even bring myself to  
make a $30 commitment each month 
for a payment plan with the hospital, but 
then I blow the same amount on silly 
stuff for my 2-year-old son.” She also 
spends nearly $100 for once-a-month 
house cleaning and another $155 a month 
for a gym membership. “On a Sunday 
afternoon, I want to enjoy the pleasures 
of life, not clean my house,” she admits.

On top of her splurges, what also 
keeps Lindsey from committing to a 
payment plan is fear of the unexpected. 
What if one of them gets sick again and 
they need to shell out $200 for copays 
and prescriptions that month? “Plus, 
it’s hard to find the time to call the col-
lectors back, and then I forget to make 
payment arrangements,” she says. 

Paying bills for something as unfair 
as getting sick feels infuriating. Nearly 
one in five people have unpaid medical 
debt, according to a 2014 report released 
by the Consumer Financial Protection 
Bureau. It can feel impossible to get 
out of, so many of us let it fester into 
a bigger problem. But the longer you 
wait, the bigger the bill grows, and that 
debt will cause your credit score to drop, 
says Nicole Lapin, Team Red financial 
expert and host of Hatched on The CW. 

pressure to stay on par with your peers 
is a classic financial stumbling block, but 
before social media, your friends’ new 

1. Ask for a task. 
Start small, by 
showing an interest 
in a certain area 
of the budget and 
telling your partner 
you’d like to handle 
it, Castro says. 
Since Mandell is 
curious about  
the family’s credit 
card practices, 
for example, she 
could be in charge 
of finding the best 
card for them and 
making sure the 
payment is on time. 
“Even if you’re not 
bringing in money, 
managing it will 
be a reminder that 
your work is still 
valuable—as are 
your finance skills,” 
Castro adds. 
2. Get the full 
picture. Ask 
your partner 
what his salary is, 
and for account 
passwords. You 
need to know your 
complete financial 
inventory: how 
much is coming in, 
how much is  

going out, what 
type of bank
accounts you 
have, and what 
debts are owed. 
“Yes, it can be 
uncomfortable 
to talk about 
money, especially 
in romantic 
relationships,but 
the reality is, 
knowing your 
situation is just 
plain smart,” 
Castro says. She 
suggests starting 
the conversation 
by first asking  
your significant 
other about his 
history with money, 
with questions 
like: What lessons 
did you learn that 
shape how you 
are today? “By 
starting with the 
past, it takes the 
pressure off the 
present situation," 
explains Castro. 
“Then, once you’re 
both comfortable, 
it gets easier to  
talk about money 
more regularly.”

IF YOU CAN RELATE…

1. Open (and  
read) those bills.  
It sounds simple,  
but you need  
to tackle the 
medical expenses 
you’ve been 
ignoring. “Talking 
to a medical 
collections agent 
on the phone 
about a payment 
plan will be less 
painful than 
screwing up your 
credit score by 
doing nothing,” 
Lapin says. Once 
you begin paying 
off debt, you  
can focus on 
building up your 
savings. “Even 
putting away $40 
a month is better 
than nothing,” 
Lapin notes. “Just 
keep raising the 
amount as you can.” 
2. Choose just 
one small splurge. 
Lapin usually 
suggests allotting 
about 15 percent 
of one’s budget 

for discretionary 
spending—the 
money left over 
after essential 
bills—but lowers 
that to 5 to 10 
percent for 
those with debt. 
Surprisingly, 
that won’t make 
Lindsey cut  
out her “me” 
money altogether, 
just be choosier. 
“She’s working 
her booty off, and 
I’m all for allowing 
yourself small 
indulgences,” 
Lapin says. “It’s 
about picking one 
reasonable thing: 
a monthly home 
cleaning or the 
gym—not both.” 
Then look for free 
ways to get one of 
those other fixes, 
she suggests, like 
running outside 
and doing triceps 
dips using a 
bench instead of 
paying for a fitness 
membership.

IF YOU CAN RELATE…

               “I HAVE SEVERAL  
    MEDICAL BILLS IN     
            COLLECTIONS, BUT I STILL  
       SPEND ON LUXURIES.”

        “SOCIAL MEDIA CAUSES  
  ME TO OVERSPEND TO  
     KEEP UP WITH MY FRIENDS.”
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cars, sweet vacations, or kitchen renova-
tions were largely out of sight and out 
of mind. Now you see them with every 
swipe, click, and push notification from 
the comfort of your living room couch.

“I get jealous,” admits Jayme, 29, a 
nurse from Bakersfield, CA. Even see-
ing strangers’ fabulous D.I.Y. projects 
on Pinterest leaves Jayme splurging to 
keep up. “If I’m throwing a shower for 
a friend, for example, it’s so hard not to 
buy—and make—all this extra stuff I 
don’t need because everything online 
looks so elaborate and professional,” she 
says. “Sometimes my brain will sort of 
wake back up when I’m about to click 
‘buy’ and I wonder, How did I get here?” 

Aside from friends, many of us also 
follow our favorite brands, pretty much 
begging to be advertised to. “I’d see cute 
items in my news feed, then click the 
link,” Jayme says. “Or the next time 
I’m at the store, I find myself spending 
$30 on stuff I don’t need.” 

ugh, taxes and retirement. Even 
people who love to budget can feel a deep 
sense of dread over these things. On a 
daily basis, Michelle, 30, of Phoenix, 
has her spending under control, but 
it’s the big picture she worries about. 
As a self-employed writer, she feels the 
burden of having to be her own human 
resources representative, navigating 
her finances. Though she files taxes 
jointly with her husband, an engineer 
employed by a company, his taxes are 
straightforward—hers, not so much. 
“I’m not sure what amount I should be 
claiming, and what I should be writing 
off that I’m not,” she says. For years, her 
solution has been to have an accountant 
friend do her taxes (“I’m too afraid to 
do it on my own,” she admits), simply 
glancing at the paperwork when it’s 
complete and signing off. “I’m just 
trusting like that,” she explains. 

Michelle also frets about the aban-
doned 401(k) accounts she has scattered 
around from previous jobs. She isn’t 
sure where to find them, how to go 
about merging them, or even what the 
benefit of those actions would be. “I 

feel like it’s time to start being an adult 
and keep better track of my money,” she 
says. “But honestly, I don’t know how!”

1. Unfollow 
your biggest 
competitors. 
Social financial 
pressure is real, 
confirms Andrea 
Woroch, a  
personal finance 
and consumer 
saving expert. 
“Social media can 
make us envious, 
like we’re not 
living life to the 
fullest extent 
possible,” she 
says. The solution? 
“Unfollow people 
who are triggering 
those feelings,” 
Woroch says. Or, 
if it’s someone 
you’d rather not 
unfriend, turn off 
push notifications 
and email alerts 
for social sites 
to reduce your 
exposure. 
2. Rethink how 
to get what you 
really want. 
Before you go 
out and blow 
your budget, 
take a step back, 
Woroch says. 

“I have a friend 
who confessed 
she'd spent $400 
on cake-smash 
pictures for a 
baby’s birthday 
party because 
everyone else 
was posting those 
photos.” Instead, 
try snapping  
some pics yourself. 
“Remember, 
people are not 
posting kids’ 
tantrums, messy 
rooms, or the 
details of their  
day-to-day lives— 
only the best 
moments,” Woroch 
says. It helps to 
pick and choose 
what’s worth it to 
you, emotionally 
and financially. 
When you do, 
you’ll know you 
spent the cash  
for you and  
your family, not 
your seventh-
grade best friend 
on Facebook.  
Now that’s  
being mature 
about money.

1. Learn the tax 
basics. Even 
if you're using 
a reputable 
accountant, 
you know your 
situation better 
than anyone 
else, so it’s still 
important to look 
over your taxes. 
On your return, 
check your Social 
Security number 
and other personal 
information, and 
make sure all 
income, including 
that random bit 
of cash from jury 
duty, is recorded. 
Michelle could ask 
her friend to walk 
her through her 
tax forms, or use  
a tax dictionary 
like investopedia 
.com as she sifts 
through the 
paperwork on her 
own, Castro says. 
2. Move your 
money around—
it’s easy. Michelle 
should start by 
rolling over those 
401(k) accounts 
into one current 

account, Castro 
says. First,  
contact the 
human resources 
department  
at each of your 
previous 
employers and  
ask them to  
mail you rollover  
forms. Then  
decide where to 
distribute this 
money. Because 
Michelle is self-
employed, she’ll 
roll her existing 
401(k)s into  
a Roth IRA or a 
traditional IRA  
(or both) instead  
of the 401(k)  
a new employer  
may offer and 
match, says Lisa 
Greene-Lewis, 
a CPA and tax 
expert at Turbo 
Tax. This is worth 
doing because 
having all your 
money in one or 
two accounts will 
give you greater 
compound 
interest—and it’s 
definitely easier 
than you think.

IF YOU CAN RELATE…
IF YOU CAN RELATE…

               “I DON’T FULLY 
UNDERSTAND MY TAXES,  
          OR KNOW HOW  
     TO ROLL OVER A 401(K).”


